36                             THE EXCURSION

'Oh, nothing really.5 She laughed. 'The trouble is, although
she's my age she doesn't understand things in the same way. Too
busy climbing trees, I suppose.'

She moved towards the door.

'Wait/ Harry said. 'You didn't really think anything was going
to happen to-night? I mean, that I'd be such a------'

' Of course not. Good Lord, Harry. Only other people might
have.'

He followed her into the passage, remarking: 'I shouldn't be
surprised if we're cut short by a storm. There's been thunder in
the distance all day.*

In the moonlit August water they were silent and reflective at
first, forgetting each other. Only their splashes, furtive and then
increasingly confident, disturbed the warm night. Darkened, the
island seemed magnified, the frieze of willows immensely tall and
endless, the gentle declivity behind them a vast bowl hewn out*
of the earth. There was a clear, hard sky emblazoned with stars,
one directly above the tip of the headland that lay, black and brittle-
looking, like an enormous skeleton. Moonlight polished the bare
bones of rocks; there was no glimmer from the village beyond.

Lilian rested on her back, seeing reflected in every star the four
of them groping about in the water, brave and solitary, the waiting
island and the hills arched in mute protest against the sky. They
seemed like members of some secret society, ritual figures perceived
dimly in a crystal. Paul, swimming stealthily, watched Harry and
listened for the sea; he fancied the long, muffled, indrawn echo of a
sound that he never heard, exact analogue of his own emotions, a
sigh for what he had not known to lose. Moving with swift strokes
away from the others, across the lake, Harry felt the taste of salt
upon his lips, water escaping between his limbs; without his spectacles,
the distance was a blur, increasing the sense of mastery and freedom
that always visited him when bathing. One conquered space so
effortlessly, so cleanly.

Philippa's strident voice, calling to Paul, shocked them out of
silence: e Race you round the island!3

Again, rather unwillingly, Paul obeyed. They set off; and soon
became invisible, the glib sound of their impact against the water
growing fainter, then ceasing. Involuntarily Lilian cried: 'Paul!'
No answer came. There might have been only herself and Harry
in the lake. She looked round, but could not see him either.
'Harry!' From somewhere she heard his voice, and satisfied, lay
once more on her back, closing her eyes. Presently a splash dis-
turbed her, and he was near.

* Isn't it marvellous?'